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CUMC Sermon Oct 25, 2020 
Deuteronomy 34:1-12, Matt. 22:34-40 

“Be Strong and of Good Courage” 
Pastor Nancy Victorin-Vangerud 

 

Two weeks ago, something radical played out here, in the midst of our virtual holy space. You 
remember, don’t you? Two weeks ago, Avery Leblanc, her parents, and her grandmother stepped 
forward in worship to participate in a tradition, so old, so ancient, yet present, for the sake of the 
future. It was like they were standing together on a threshold in time and space! Pastor Riva held a 
Bible in her hands. She spoke words of blessing, and then in the blink of an eye, in just an instant, she 
handed the Bible over to Avery. Avery took the Bible in her own hands, and she said  

“I receive this Bible with my hands, my heart, and my mind. I will read and study the Bible together 
with my family.” Truly a radical, courageous act of faith--three generations standing together with their 
pastor, in the midst of their congregation.  

Thus we have it--the gift of tradition. TRADITION! From the Latin, traditio, meaning literally “to hand 
over”. From hand to hand. From heart to heart. From mind to mind. Not some heavy, written-in-stone 
kind of thing. Tradition is more like a winged word, a verb--traditioning. See, tradition is living, 
dynamic, ethereal like a whisper, or moving like the wind, from one generation to the next. We can’t 
hold on to it, or it withers. We have to give it up, let go, set it free, so it can live. Sure with the Bible, 
there were written texts, by many authors, in ancient languages, pieced together by many hands, copied 
over and over, and become one book, translated into nearly all the languages of the world to be handed 
to third graders. Tradition is how oral stories and wisdom became scrolls, became collections, became 
books, became Bibles, now internet sites. All we have to do is just type in “Biblegateway”.  

But handing over tradition doesn’t just involve the transformations of technologies. There’s the 
handing over of interpretation, of meaning, of leadership--In the beginning was the Word, but what is 
the “Word” for us now (John 1:1)? Who do you say that Christ is dwelling with us, pitching his tent in 
this time and this place (Matt. 16:5, Mark 8:29, Luke 9:20, John 1:14)? What is the Spirit saying to the 
churches in our context (Rev. 2:11)? Whose voices are now being appointed as prophets to the nations 
(Jer. 1:5)?  

Tradition lives from generation to generation. The living God is always doing a new thing (Is. 43:19). 
The challenge for many of us is to be bold and generous enough to gift the tradition--to new leaders, 
new prophets, new interpreters. The rhythm of tradition across generations is to hand over, and 
receive. To step up and step back. Tradition lives from hand to hand, from heart to heart, from mind to 
mind. 

Well, when we think about it, that’s easily said. Harder done. The generational flow of leadership, 
power and authority doesn’t always happen smoothly, without resistance and conflict. All we have to do 
is look out at our world today. We can see them, throughout the nations. The younger generations--
they’re rising up! They are speaking anew for the values of democracy, social justice and environmental 
sustainability. They are demanding that current leaders care about future generations. You’ve heard 
them! Younger people are asking questions, pointing out the moral gaps, holding civic leaders and 
global institutions to account.  

Look out--in more ways than one! It wasn’t that long ago that young adults--both white and people of 
color--took to the streets of Minneapolis and St. Paul to protest decades of racism and police brutality 
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following the death of George Floyd. As young adults in other cities joined in across the country, white 
Americans have been waking up to the realizations of systematic racism bigger than any one of us. No 
longer can older generations rest on their accomplishments, no matter how impactful the changes have 
been from the past. 

All around the world--we can see millions of younger people rising up. Last July, young progressive 
people in the Philippines protested the 5th State of the Nation address by their President Rodrigo 
Dutuerte. They called out the government to flatten the pandemic curve as well as recognize human 
rights abuses, attacks on the free press, and harsh enforcement of the new Anti-Terrorism Law.  

Then in Thailand, just recently, we saw young adults protesting the monarchy’s corruption by resisting 
water cannons with their many colored umbrellas. In Nigeria, youthful people came together waving 
flags on the streets of Lagos to protest police brutality, then were met with live ammunition from the 
security forces.  

For global climate justice, a new generation of leaders has stepped forward too. In 2016, twelve year-old 
Lakota activist Tokata Iron Eyes brought the world’s focus to the Standing Rock Sioux Reservation in 
North Dakota with protests against the Dakota Access Pipeline.  

In 2018, Swedish youth activist Greta Thunberg began her “School Strike for the Climate” outside the 
Swedish Parliament building when she was just 15. Her scathing words to the United Nations in 2019 
still rings in our ears, “How dare you take away our dreams!” 

Now both 17 years old, Tokata and Greta have joined forces in their efforts to both “Rezpect the Water” 
and transition away from fossil fuels to green energy. Will their voices be heard? Will their prophetic 
leadership be heeded? What does this mean for older generations? 

Just this past week I participated in an online webinar about nonviolent, direct action sponsored by MN 
Interfaith Power and Light. The webinar was led by two young black activists with the “Count Every 
Vote” Faith National Network. Over 200 religiously diverse clergy gathered online,and the question 
eventually rose about the role of clergy in direct action. White clergy feel keenly that our racial and 
class privilege be used in positive ways. The two young activists responded that while they hear good 
intentions, they also hear the desire to continue being in the center of things. When white clergy place 
themselves on the front line, thinking they are protecting others, that can once again take away the 
agency and power of young leaders of color. So in our day, older generations can’t just assume the roles 
they had in the past. Younger generations are stepping forward, responding to their call to leadership. 
What then is the role of older generations?  

Well, let’s stop for a moment. Let’s stop and take some time with our scripture story this morning. The 
question of generational transition is not something new. In fact, it can be seen in the ancient story 
itself. Maybe there’s some illumination there. Let’s look back at the story. Let’s look back. There, in the 
last chapter of Deuteronomy, the story of Moses and our wilderness ancestors comes to a decisive 
threshold.  

Yes, look back. It's been 40 years wandering through the wilderness after the exodus from slavery in 
Egypt. The freed people faced challenges in following the rhythm of trusting God. They subsisted on 
manna in the morning and quail in the evening. When they were thirsty, Moses struck the rock and 
when they became unruly, he brought them the Ten Commandments, so there would be a faithful code 
to order their lives. Through the scrubby desert they followed Moses, up and down, round and about, 
until they came to Mt. Nebo, overlooking the broad and wide land below.  

Moses stood there, remembering God’s promise to his ancestors, to Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and 
Rebecca, Jacob and Rachel and Leah. Then like a whisper, or a wind, he had a startling illumination. He 
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had come so far, the journey took so long, he had been so worn out by the people, but they would be 
the ones to go forth into the new land without him. He would die and be buried there in the 
wilderness. Now, Moses was still a vigorous man, yet in God’s story, another generation would lead the 
way. Joshua, son of Nun, would step forward. So what would Moses do? 

There’s an old story in the written records--called the midrash--of generations of rabbis that wondered 
how Moses took this news that he would need to step back? The medieval rabbis imagined the 
conversation this way. Moses said to the Holy One, “Master of the Universe, shall I, the one who met 
your Presence face to face and whose hands received the Law from your hands, shall I now just lick the 
dust?” The Holy One responded that this is the way of the world. Each generation would have their 
own interpreters and providers, workers and leaders. Moses had his portion to serve God, but then it 
would be Joshua’s portion to serve. So Moses took that realization in, and then asked, “God of the 
universe, if I must vacate my post for Joshua, then in my remaining hours, let me be his disciple.” The 
Holy One agreed, confident with Moses’ intention. “If that is what you wish to do, go and do it.”  

So Moses rose early to be at Joshua’s doorway, where Joshua sat and interpreted Scripture. In order to 
hide his identity, Moses stood to the side of Joshua, and stooped, covering his face. But the people 
recognized Moses. They complained because the wise elder should be honored as the seated one. 
Joshua recognized Moses and apologized profusely, humbling himself before Moses. But then a voice 
was heard. God instructed the people, saying “Be willing to learn from Joshua.” So in front of everyone, 
Moses laid his hands on Joshua, and Joshua was recognized by the people as full of the spirit of wisdom. 
And as the scriptures say, this was when the Israelites began to listen to Joshua. Moses’ desire to 
become a disciple of Joshua was complete. 

So what does this story mean for us this morning? Sure it comes up in the annual cycle of Hebrew Bible 
readings. But how do we discern the Word of God for us today, here and now, through this text? What 
is the Spirit saying to the churches today? Can we engage with a little tradition-ing ourselves, 
interpreting this text for our time? 

Maybe we need to recognize that here this morning we have various generations tuning in. Using 
Pastor Riva’s creative wording, we have different degrees of seasoning amongst us. Some of us are 
pretty well seasoned, maybe almost spicy! And then there are partly seasoned folk, along with some 
lightly seasoned ones too. And of course, let’s not forget the fresh clean faces of the babies! 

Maybe the meaning of this story depends on which generation one belongs to. Recognizing 
generational context is crucial because Christianity is facing a crossroads. In many US congregations, 
there are mostly older members--this in itself is fine, but in looking at traditioning our faith 
communities into the future, there are fewer and fewer persons of younger generations there to receive 
the gift of leadership. In many congregations, in coming years, there may be no one left at all to hand 
the tradition to.  

There are many reasons for our current situation, but in light of our scripture story, we may want to 
reflect on how willing we older folk are to creating room and reaching out and welcoming younger 
leaders. How willing are we to step back so they can receive and then lead? How can we Moses’ who 
have year after year faithfully made decisions, dreamed visions, led the people, and taken responsibility, 
how can we now faithfully become the disciples of the Joshua’s, the Jia’s and the Julians? 

For younger generation folk, where are you hearing God’s spirit nudging and calling you into new roles 
and leadership? What insights and perspectives do you bring to the tables that can enliven the Body of 
Christ to face the future before us? What do you need to step into this journey?  
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See, younger generations don’t just want to step up and become replacements or replicas of older 
leaders. They don’t want to do the same things the same way year after year. And they don’t want to be 
criticized or undermined behind their backs when they do things differently.  

No matter what generation we belong to--older or younger--the reality is we need one another.  

The reality is we’re mortal beings. That’s the way the world has come to be in the love of God. Whether 
our promised land is life with vaccines against Covid, or repairing the wounds of our nations, or 
sustaining human beings and diverse ecologies for a carbon-free future, the truth is, not all of us will 
make it into these promised lands this century. The truth is, none of us make it. The promised land 
remains ahead of us, in the future. So our scripture story challenges us this morning, with the question, 
can we become disciples of those who will lead into the future?  

 

Closing 

 

In closing, we might ask, well, what happened to Joshua, the young leader come of age? The longer 
version of his story will have to wait. For now though, we can find hope in the inspiration that came to 
him--like a wind, like a whisper. In standing before the people, ready to take their first steps into the 
land of promise, he heard the wisdom flowing through the generations. God said to him, “I will not fail 
you or forsake you. Be strong and of good courage!” This morning, whether we are stepping forward, or 
stepping back, we can find hope in these words. “Be strong and of good courage!” Thanks be to God, 
Amen. 

 


